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This paper focuses on aspects that can be looked upon in translating typography found 
in the urban environment of Dhaka and Chicago, how we can relate and interpret 
typography with the help of contextual design elements, images as well as historic 
references. Layers behind perception of typefaces, variation in the geographic location of 
two cities moreover the cultural differences make it an even more interesting subject 
matter to examine.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
Bangladesh, with her serene natural beauty is a land of traditional music, art and 
architectural heritage. As a nation it is culturally vibrant yet elegant, spontaneously 
diversified. Hundreds of rivers crisscross the land in the same way as the branches of art 
and design signify the essence of union of layers of culture and thus complement the 
lifestyle of people. Deep-rooted heritage in the disciplines of art and craft, design, 
literature, music, drama and architecture, extend beyond their boundary to recapitulate 
the collective idea of communications design in Bangladesh. As a result it is hard to 
articulate this particular field of design individually without relating it with the above-
mentioned sections. 
Dense population, high rate of urban growth and lack of open spaces characterize the 
megacity Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh. On the other hand, Chicago, one of the 
largest cities in the USA, is known for its planning and architectural elegance. Apart from 
geographic locations and the contrast in culture, the urban nature of these two sites also 
has remarkable diversity. The difference in language is one factor that makes it especially 
fascinating to look at the existing visual information in the urban environment.   
The focus of this research would be on the aspects that have influenced the 
development of various styles in typographic design from time to time that exist in the 
 2 
urban environment and its communication value in the context of two cities, Dhaka and 
Chicago.  
 







1 "Map by Artofanderson.com." Dhaka Bangladesh Map. Accessed April 14, 2015. 
http://www.artofanderson.com/dhaka-bangladesh-map/. 
2 "Illinois: Facts, Map and State Symbols - EnchantedLearning.com." Illinois: Facts, Map and State 






CHAPTER 2. METHODOLOGY 
The method includes study of the history of the context as well photographic 
exploration of the existing texts in the environment. Possible influences and associations 
with products, design elements and architecture of a particular context were found and 
compared with the form and shape of the typefaces, in order to obtain the layers that 


















CHAPTER 3. BENGALI ALPHABETS 
3.1. History of Bengali alphabets 
3.1.1 Derivation 
“Along with other Eastern Indo-Aryan languages, Bengali evolved around 1000 – 
1200 AD from eastern Indo-Aryan dialects such as the Magadhi Prakrit and Pali, which 
developed from a dialect or group of dialects that were close, but not identical to Vedic or 
classical Sanskrit” 1. Bengali is the native language of Bangladesh and the Indian State of 
West Bengal. 
“Bengali is an Indic language which uses Bengali script, closely related to Devanagri 
script, both deriving from Brahmi script. Bengali script is also used to write other 
languages, including Assamese, Daphla, Garo, Hallam, Khasi, Manipuri, Mizo, Munda, 











Bengali alphabet series consists of 11 vowels and 39 consonants, making a total of 50 
letters. The vowel set is known as Shor-o-borno, while the set of consonants is known as 
Banjon-borno. 
 
Figure 2 – Vowel set of Bengali alphabets 1 
 








3.1.3 Literary styles 
“Bengali has two literary styles: one is called Sadhubhasa (elegant language) and the 
other Chalti bhasa (current language) or Cholit Bangla. The former is the traditional 
literary style based on Middle Bengali of the sixteenth century, while the later is a 20th 
century creation and is modeled on the dialect spoken in the Shantipur region in West 
Bengal, India. The differences between the two styles are not huge and involve mainly 
forms of pronouns and verb conjugations.  
While most writings are carried out in Cholit Bangla, spoken dialects exhibit a far 
greater variety. In spite of these variations, for Bengali speakers world-wide Chloit 
Bhasha remains the common bond for understanding and communication.” 1 In 
Bangladesh, especially in Dhaka, most common used version of Bengali is Cholit bhasa 










1 "Bengali Language and Culture." 1Section 1. 
http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/scmsAdmin/media/users/dtk234/ALBETAC_DOC/BENGALI_Lang_and_Culture
_Presentation.pdf. Roman alphabets 
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CHAPTER 4. ROMAN ALPHABETS 
The roman alphabets also known as Latin alphabets are the most commonly used set 
of alphabets for many languages around the world.  The modern day alphabet set Derived 
from Latin culture. There are two basic sets in the alphabet series – uppercase and 
lowercase letterforms. The alphabet set is comprised of 5 vowels – a, e, i, o, u and the rest 
of the 21 alphabets are consonants.  
 
Figure 4- Uppercase and lowercase Roman alphabets 1 
“The word “vowel” comes from the Latin word vox, which means, “Voice.” The word 
“consonant” also has a Latin root, con sonare, which means “with sound.” 2 Though 
English is a widely spoken and written language around the world, dialects vary from 
region to region. American English and European English being the most dominant one, 
there is not much change in the writing styles. 
1 Dimitrov, Miroslav. "Discrete Mathematics – Basic Definitions." September 16, 2013. Accessed February 
2015. http://www.mathend.com/discrete-mathematics-basic-definitions.  
2 Upton, Emily. "What Makes a Vowel a Vowel and a Consonant a Consonant." Today I Found Out. April 
21, 2014. http://www.todayifoundout.com/index.php/2014/04/makes-vowel-vowel-consonant-consonant/. 
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CHAPTER 5. CASE STUDY: DHAKA 
5.1 The city of Dhaka: 
Dhaka, one of the most densely populated cities in the world is the capital of 
Bangladesh. Verbal mode of communication is still very popular in the country due to 
low literacy rate, but written form of communication is gradually taking shape with time 
in the capital city. The mixed fabric of old and new parts of the city makes its character 
more vibrant. 
 
Figure 5 – Dhaka city plan 1; an amalgamation of residential and institutional Dhanmondi 
and New Market area, mixed-use old Dhaka and commercial sector of Gulshan. 
1 "Google Maps." Google Maps. Accessed April 14, 2015. 
https://www.google.com/maps/@23.7806365,90.4193257,11z?hl=en. 
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5.2 Forms of visual communications in Dhaka city 
Types of visual communication formats found in urban Dhaka are signage, political 
slogans, advertisements, and rickshaw and truck art.  
 
5.2.1 Signage 
Use of hand drawn signage is a very common practice in Bangladesh, especially in the 
old part of Dhaka city. Most small-scale shops have hand drawn text-based informational 
signage in Bengali, where as the new developing ones show an amalgamation of two 
languages (English and Bengali) and also tend to use new digital technology and are 
therefore designed using computers and printed. 
 








5.2.2 Political slogans 
Various political movements though out time have adorned the nationwide use of the 
Bengali language as a medium of communication. Dhaka University has served as a hub 
for all sorts of political movements in the country.  Preliminary authoritarian resolutions 
have mostly been raised as a result of the student-teacher involvement in contemporary 
political affairs of the state. Popular approach of conveying political messages were by 
generating slogans and designing placards to carry around during processions. Starting 
from the Language movement in 1952 till today, poster designs, political slogans and 
messages on city walls reflects the dominance of typography. Tradition of embedding the 
walls of Dhaka University with graffiti like typography incorporating political messages 
exists in the present day as well. Typographic styles of propositions and agendas vary 
inevitably based on a political party’s characteristics. 
 




Advertisements in Bangladesh commonly apply handcrafted retro typefaces, which 
draw ornamental influences from parallel design fields. They almost convey the same 
message as having graffiti on the walls, and it’s very rare to find a wall without 
commercial texts on them in Dhaka. 
 





5.2.4 Rickshaw and truck art, movie poster titles 
Contextual connection of diverse shapes and forms are frequently infused in 
handcrafted typefaces that are used in texts in rickshaw art, movie poster and publication 
titles as well as wall inscriptions. Rickshaw and truck art are closely related with movie 
poster and billboard design in Bangladesh but is yet another section of visuals through 
which an artist depicts ideal impression of the objects, actors, built forms, animals, and 
social messages through his own perspective. Use of vibrant colors is one noticeable 
feature in these forms of art.  
 











CHAPTER 6.  CASE STUDY: CHICAGO 
6.1 The city of Chicago 
Chicago is a city known for the structural wonders and skyscrapers is one of the 
financial hubs of the United States of America. Originated in 1837, large section of the 
city was rebuild after the great fire in 1871. The World’s fair took place in this city in 
1893 and growth of the city seems to have catalyzed since then. The modern day Chicago 
is very rich in education and culture, as the city contains institutions like the Art Institute 
of Chicago and University of Chicago right in the heart of the city. This city is also home 
to the famous architect Mies Van Der Rohe, who set out the principles of minimalism in 
modern architecture, his famous line being – less is more.  World’s first steel structure 
framed high-rise building was built in Chicago in 1885, and today it is the home to 
modern architecture structural wonders like Willis Tower, John Hancock Tower and 
Trump Tower.  
Population demographics data for Chicago in 2014 and 2015 shows about 2,695,598 
people live in this metropolitan area. Modern planning distribution of Chicago suggests 
major division of vicinity in business district, city loops according to metro rail system 
and north, south and west sides. The focus of this section of the paper is mainly on the 
example of visual communication methods found around the business district, the 
University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) and the closest residential areas around this region. 
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6.2 Forms of visual communications in Chicago city 
Types of visual communication formats found in Urban Chicago are way finding 
signage, building signage, advertisements, static and mobile billboards. The highlighted 
areas in the map below are the areas- business district, the UIC campus and residential 
areas around 18th street, in which the study photographs were taken.  
 









Two types of visual communications form are mainly prevalent in Chicago city; they 
are – way finding signage in the streets and signage of institutional, commercial and 
residential buildings. Signage system used on public transportations is also another 









6.2.2 Advertisements, billboards- static and mobile 
Concept of moving messages is very popular in Chicago city. Studies show that 
advertisements on vehicles are proving to be a successful way to reach out to variety of 
audience. Chicago Transit Authority (CTA) operates the main system routes of the city 
buses and trains, and promotes public art as well as advertisements on leading brands and 
professional and educational institutions. 
 
  
Figure 13  – Advertisement on Chicago city buses 1 (left) and trains 2 (right) 
While people wait for transportation or even during traffic red light signals, 
information through written text in the form of advertisements are present on the bus 




Figure 14 – Advertisement on Chicago city bus 3 and train stops 4  
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The bold typographic statement of the advertisements create a visible impact on the 
people who travel on the roads and market studies show that people generally buy the 
products that have been advertised most. Interesting visuals of an advertisement are the 














1 Marr, Johnny. "The Bus King Campaign for Chicago Real Estate Company Baird and Warner." YouTube. 
June 4, 2013. Accessed April 14, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v%2B=v8cAvE8Fv6A 
2 Thiel, Julia. "Portfolio." Yoolia Design Chicago. Accessed April 14, 2015. 
http://www.yooliadesign.com/index.php/branding_authors_work. 
3 "The Latest WRAPS... and More!" JCDecaux North America, Outdoor Advertising. 2014. Accessed April 
14, 2015. http://www.jcdecauxna.com/innovate/latest-wraps%E2%80%A6-and-more. 
4 Runkle, Nathan. "Hundreds of New MFA Transit Ads Give Farmed Animals a Voice in the Windy City." 






CHAPTER 7. CONTEXTUAL CONNECTION OF TYPEFACES IN DHAKA 
7.1 Search for remnants 
The foundation of communications in Bangladesh is mostly based on verbal and 
illustrated medium. Role of Folk art is significant in binding and amplifying the design 
branches like product design and architecture. Folklores and fables passed on from one 
generation to the other have often been transferred into works of art in the form of 
literature, drama and visuals that correspond on our Bengali culture. Pot Chitra, (scroll 
painting) is an early form of folk art in Bengal. The subject material of this type of 
paintings varied greatly from decorative motifs to figures and scenes depicting religious 
as well as regional fictions. “Gazir pot”(paintings on Gazi) articulated the legend of 
religious warriors known as Gazi in the form of paintings and is the most notable form of 
Pot Chitra in Bangladesh. Zest of this art form was later rendered into musical narrations 
called “Gazi’r gaan” and recitations called “Puthi paath”. 
20 
 




1 Tipu, Shakhawat. "Folk Art or the Generic Art of Bengal?" DepartMag. Accessed April 14, 2015. 
http://www.departmag.com/article.php?sl=131 
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Leisurely culture of needlecraft by women in rural Bangladesh has been put forward 
as “Nakshi Katha”, a type of embroidered quilt. These Katha’s often depict the story of a 
women’s life, their daily life influences, rural landscapes, and phrases regarding family 
life along with common traditional motifs. It appears as a canvas of interpretation of rural 
women’s ideology.  
 








In 1923, Architect Le Corbusier wrote in his book “Towards a new architecture”: 
“Style is a unity of principle animating all the work of an epoch, the result of a state of 
mind that has its own special character”. Bangladesh has been a volatile state in terms of 
political image considering the history of the past century. Struggle for freedom from 
external forces was the key concern for the Bangladeshis. The aspirations of 
independence lead to paths of resistance by mass population. Artists and designers 
engaged themselves in the in designing symbolic visuals, mostly posters, throughout the 
whole period of war to motivate people and thus played a fundamental role in reinforcing 
the spirit of freedom of present Bangladesh. 
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7.2 Significance of Bengali language 
The partition of 1947 gave birth to the states India and Pakistan, and current 
Bangladesh was named East Pakistan as a province to be ruled by the government of 
Pakistan. Apart from being a religious counterpart Bangladesh had nothing in common 
with Pakistan. Accumulating Bengali language and cultural identity was a communal 
concern that resulted into uncompromising resistance. Cultural conflicts inspired the 
mass population  to present their support in favor of their own language and thus 
language movement took place. Significantly on 21st of February in 1952, several 
students were killed during a protest session in Dhaka University. Bengali, a precious 
language attained its recognition by the loss of lives and was announced as the official 
language in the region much later in 1956. After the declaration by UNESCO (United 
Nation’s Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) in 1999, 21st February is 
observed as the International Mother Language day worldwide and therefore is a 
historically treasured day of celebration for Bangladesh. 
 
7.3 Influences of the context on typography 
In the old part of Dhaka city people mostly use handcrafted signage for commercial 
purposes. Professions of dedicated artists are in practice especially in that particular area. 






Figure 17– Old Dhaka shop signage (top left) 
Figure 18 and 19- Architectural ornamentation found in Old Dhaka (top right, bottom 
left) 
Figure 20- Design of a Topor – a special hand crafted hat, worn by the groom during a 
Hindu marriage ceremony (bottom right). 
The above image is a signage of a shop selling mainly conch shell bangles and other 
accessories related to Hindu religion prayers. Letterforms of the title seems to have 
acquired inspiration from the shape of a conch shell, the curved character of the shell also 
has visible influences of the ornamentation present in local architecture and design. 
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Shakharibazar, an area mainly dominated by the Hindu population and the signage this 
area show strong association of the Hindu culture. 
 
Figure 21 - Hand drawn signage in Old Dhaka  
Figure 22 - A Harmonium 1 (Right) 
The above hand crafted signage in Shakharibazar is from a shop that sells musical 
instruments and the title of the shop shows the use of box like fonts which could be 
inspired from the shape of an harmonium, whereas the later addition of English 







1 Music Stores, Bina. "PORTABLE HARMONIUMS,HARMONIUM INDIA,HARMONIUMS 
MANUFACTURER,HARMONIUM SUPPLIERS,HARMONIUMS,BINA HARMONIUM,STANDARD 
HARMONIUM,DESIGN YOUR HARMONIUM,CUSTOMIZED 
HARMONIUMS,WINDOWSHOSTINGPOINT.COM. Accessed April 14, 2015. 
http://www.binaswar.com/harmonium2.htm. 
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7.4 Contemporary signage arrangements in Dhaka 
While most of the small-scale business in Old Dhaka use handcrafted signage, new 
part of Dhaka has undergone quite a few phases in terms of signage design. Starting from 
the stone curved street signage in the 90’s followed by hand drawn bilingual signage, 
later a mix of both and finally the recent style that imitates the world wide accepted 
international signage structure. 
 
 
Figure 23 – Stone curved signage in Dhaka streets 
 
The above figure shows a stone curved signage in the Mohammadpur area of Dhaka. 
There were artists who especially made these signs using serif Bengali typefaces. This 
kind of signage are usually not easy to find on the streets as they are below eye level for 
people of standard height for Bangladesh – 5’5”, and also they lose legibility with time 
due to low maintenance by the city corporation. 
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Unpopularity of the stone curved signage gave rise to simple hand drawn signage in 
sans-serif fonts. Black or white alphabets on bright yellow or blue background were used 
for easy visibility along with arrow marks (Figure – 19). Once the color of the writing 
faded they could easily be repainted. 
 
  
Figure 24 – Hand drawn bilingual street signage. 
 
Change of ruling parties has had major impacts on the face lifting of the capital city of 
Dhaka. After the party Awami league came to power in 1996, the party which was the 
most active one during the Bangladesh liberation war, the city corporation authority 
renamed the main streets and roads after war heroes, martyrs and national leaders and 
again revived the style of the stone curved serif typeface signage. This time the signage 
did not only have the name of the road but also a little history on who the road was 





Figure 25 – Road signage in Dhaka installed by the Dhaka city corporation, stating the 
name the roads and streets named after of national war heroes and martyrs. 
 
Along with the city corporation non-government organizations also funded signage for 
various street as now signage is also being used for advertisement. Figure- 21 shows how 








Figure 27 – Bilingual signage arrangement in Dhaka installed in 2013 (top left) 
Figure - 28 - Signage in Los Angles, USA 1 (top right) 
Figure 29 - Signage in Dubai, UAE 2 (bottom left) 
Figure 30 - signage in Western Australia 3 
 
 
1 Gaitan, Jacob. "• Where My Heart Will Forever Be, Regardless Of..." • Where My Heart Will Forever Be, 
Regardless Of... March 29, 2009. Accessed April 14, 2015. http://joozy-
juice.tumblr.com/post/10760692113/where-my-heart-will-forever-be-regardless-of. 
2 Zwanzger, Stefan, and Jessica Franz. "TRUE Dubai - Dubai Al Quoz." TRUE Dubai - Dubai Al Quoz. 
July 2006. Accessed April 14, 2015. http://www.true-dubai.com/al-quoz.htm. 




Most Recent signage system in Dhaka installed in 2013 reflects the adaptation of 
worldwide used signage style, which is totally different and minimal compared to the past 
designs. The past designs discussed in this section had a special touch of the craft of this 
particular region, especially the hand curved stone signage, and following standards have 
taken away that feel of being in Dhaka city. Nevertheless considering the use of sans-
serif typeface and choice or color combination as well as the height where they are 







CHAPTER 8. TYPEFACES IN CHICAGO 
8.1 International style 
“International Style, architectural style that developed in Europe and the United States 
in the 1920s and ’30s and became the dominant tendency in Western architecture during 
the middle decades of the 20th century. The most common characteristics of International 
Style buildings are rectilinear forms; light, taut plane surfaces that have been completely 
stripped of applied ornamentation and decoration; open interior spaces; and a visually 
weightless quality engendered by the use of cantilever construction. Glass and steel, in 
combination with usually less visible reinforced concrete, are the characteristic materials 
of construction. The term International Style was first used in 1932 by Henry-Russell 
Hitchcock and Philip Johnson in their essay titled The International Style: Architecture 
Since 1922, which served as a catalog for an architectural exhibition held at the Museum 
of Modern Art.” 1 
 
“Believing that less is more, Chicago based architect Mies van der Rohe designed 
rational, minimalist skyscrapers that set the standard for modernist design.” 2 The whole 
city of Chicago is built around a grid system, and known for its architecture, the 
minimalist approach is also reflected in the use of sans serif typefaces in the signage 
 32 
system of the city. Current signage development in Dhaka city reflects a similar approach 


















1 "International Style | Architecture." Encyclopedia Britannica Online. July 8, 2014. Accessed April 14, 
2015. http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/291280/International-Style. 




Figure 31 – Skyscraper in Chicago, designed by Mies Van Der Rohe 1 (top left) 
Figure 32- Grid pattern city planning of Chicago city 2  (top right 




1 "AD Classics: IBM Building / Mies Van Der Rohe." ArchDaily. March 07, 2011. Accessed April 14, 
2015. http://www.archdaily.com/117921/ad-classics-ibm-building-mies-van-der-rohe/. 
2 Przeslicke, Agnieszka. "History of Chicago." Theodore Roosevelt High School. 2010. Accessed April 14, 
2015.http://www.rhsroughriders.org/apps/classes/show_assignment.jsp?start=20&classREC_ID=348360&s
howAll=true. 
3 Bishop, Nancy S. "Nancy Bishop's Journal." Nancy Bishops Journal. August 31, 2013. Accessed April 14, 
2015. http://nancybishopsjournal.com/category/chicago/. 
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The minimalist character in the prevailing architectural style and the strict geometric 
grid system of the city planning structure is also being reflected in the signage system of 
the city of Chicago. 
8.2 Way finding signage 
A public information design firm, Two Twelve designed Chicago’s total streetscape 
design signage guidelines. The variety in character of all cultural institutions and 
landscapes now seem to tie up homogeneously through the installation of this signage 
system in the city. “Chicago’s system of 552 urban parks, home to many cultural 
institutions and city landmarks, needed comprehensive signage for its vast acreage. Two 
Twelve created a handsome yet practical post and panel system that could be easily 
constructed and maintained while providing helpful information for park users. The 
design has a distinctive slanted graphic bar that pays homage to the shaped sign panels of 
the Park District's previous signage. The comprehensive signage standards manual fully 
documents the system's fabrication and implementation standards. ” 1 
 
  
Figure 34 - Way finding signage in Chicago parks 2 
 
1,2  Twelve, Two. "Chicago Parks District - Wayfinding Systems - Two Twelve." Two Twelve Projects. 





CHAPTER 9. CULTURAL DIFFERENCES  
9.1 Bangladesh vs USA 
During the language movement in 1952 people sacrificed their lives, since then the 
affection and attachment towards the Bengali language and letterforms is highly evident.  
Being a country of Muslim majority, religious perspective shows all written format 
Arabic as well as written language is considered holy – The Quran is the most precious 
book but other books are to be treated in similar manner, as a result there exists a custom, 
if one drops a book or object that has written text in it, one has to pay pick it up 
immediately and pay respect to it. 
Verbal communication in Bangladesh is more common; as a result scopes of 
communication are more fluid. Example- people tend socialize more and ask people for 
directions rather than using way finding signage. The local substitution of signage is the 
reference of landmarks in order to reach a location. When someone asks for direction to a 
particular site; a pedestrian will usually point to the nearest tree or mosque, or 
recognizable landmark and thus guide a person towards their destination.   
Whereas in USA no such preconceptions with text formats persist, people even walk or 
sit on texts. Here approach of communication is more textual or pictorial rather than 
verbal. People are more accustomed to following signs rather than asking someone about 
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directions. Literacy rate is also an important factor and can be a reason why verbal 
communication method is more common in the Bangladesh.  
From the discussions made in this paper placement of signage in proper locations is 
also an important factor. Once the signs are visible and legible people will not need to ask 
any person or look for maps in the streets in order to reach a destination. Variety of 
existing and upcoming signage styles makes the city of Dhaka a fascinating maze of 
signage that could also be another reason why people communicate verbally. However 
the most recent signage installations in Dhaka suggest a more consistent organization just 






CHAPTER 10. CONCLUSION 
Contextual connections with design elements or adjacent design fields like 
architecture and product design can be a helpful way for the users of a space to relate to 
the urban typography that exists in the environment in Dhaka and Chicago city. Thus 
typography can be linked with the history of a place or connect with existing use of the 
space. Visual relationship of the forms and shapes of the letterforms may help people to 
associate more with the locality.  
Discovering the associations in existing images of local influences that translates into 
the urban typography can therefore be a supportive medium in communicating with mass 
people. Conch shell shapes inspired typography in Old Dhaka streets where as 
typography in Chicago streets are inspired by the geometric and structure elegance in 
local architectural design.  
Translating the images of elements into typography thus helps in developing a sense of 
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